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ABSTRACT
The current context of Asia Pacific, viewed in the light of 
foundational principles for the Church’s mission, requires pastoral 
workers to develop certain key orientations for effective ministry today. 
These include spiritual depth and maturity, Christ-centeredness, personal 
integration, meaningful communion with the ecclesial body, pro-
activeness in mission through life-giving dialogue, and pastoral 
discernment and creativity. In association with this, greater collaboration 
is needed in the initial and ongoing formation of pastoral workers so that 
the Church’s mission in Asia Pacific will be more effective in these times. It 
is hoped that this article will provide food for thought toward the renewal 
1of pastoral formation at the local and regional level.
This article is the fruit of a review carried out recently at the East Asian Pastoral Institute in 
conjunction with its strategic discernment and program development. Whilst the author has 
penned the article, it is more rightly a team effort by the EAPI staff and associates. A more 
detailed treatment of each key orientation will be found in various articles within this issue 
of the journal as well as in upcoming issues.  
1 
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Rising to the Signs of the Times 
 
 The context of the Church’s mission in Asia Pacific has been changing 
profoundly in recent decades. Although there are many differences across and 
within countries, some general trends can be observed, especially in the form of 
heightened contrasts. For instance, rapid economic development, globalization, 
and new technologies have led to more people becoming middle-income, better 
educated, urbanized, and widely connected. The Asia Pacific region now boasts 
some of the world’s wealthiest and most powerful individuals, companies, and 
countries. On the other hand, conditions have worsened for many of the poor as 
a result of economic, socio-political, and technological marginalization. New 
groups of vulnerable people have even emerged as a consequence of climate 
change, overcrowded cities, structural unemployment, exploitation of indigenous 
lands, conflict, and violence. Likewise, many of the youth have become more 
mobile and digitally connected, yet a large number still remain in abject poverty 
and lack access to education and participation. At the same time, the world of 
work is changing such that those who are entrepreneurial, nimble, and well 
networked have even greater opportunities, while those who are less able to 
adapt get left behind. On the healthcare front, better services have improved 
lifespans and mortality rates across the board, but an aging population poses new 
challenges.2 
 Among businesses, civil society, and governments, there has been 
increased transnational and domestic cooperation. Yet intractable conflicts and 
persistent injustices continue to prevent many from having peaceful, stable, and 
progressive lives. New technologies have made information and communication 
more accessible. However, many segments of people still remain excluded whilst 
those who have access are increasingly sliding into distraction and superficiality, 
and are manipulated by information distortion. While cultural and communal 
traditions are rapidly eroded rather than gradually redeveloped, a new generation 
finds itself ambiguous about identity, meaning, and values. To fill the void, 
some have turned to fundamentalist ideologies. At the same time, many of the 
                                                                                                 
2.  Some background statistics and further information on these trends are available in “Key 
Social Development Challenges in the Asia-Pacific Region in the Context of the 2030 
Agenda For Sustainable Development,” United Nations Economic and Social Council 
website, March 5, 2018, accessed November 15, 2019, https://www.unescap.org/ 
commission/74/document/E74-23E.pdf. 
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youth seem to be more actively expressing their ideals on a range of issues, from 
democracy to ecology.  
 On the religious level, spaces have opened up in some countries for greater 
participation in society by religious organizations. Yet certain governments have 
stepped up their surveillance and indirect oppression of minority religious 
groups. Moreover, an increasing number of people are distancing themselves 
from conventional faith traditions, either becoming indifferent about religion, 
deliberately secularist, or turning to new forms of spiritualities beyond 
conventional religion. The growth of Pentecostal Christianity is also notable 
among both the middle class and the poor. 
 In the face of these signs of the times, the Church in Asia Pacific cannot 
remain in a “business as usual” mode. It needs to rediscover how the Good News 
of Christ can be manifested in the current context. This includes finding new 
expressions with which to connect with the present generation, reconciling with 
those who have become disenchanted, and reaching out to those who have yet to 
encounter the Gospel. The Church also needs to collaborate more closely with 
other institutions and groups in society, especially in addressing complex 
challenges raised by new socio-economic realities, ecological crises, social 
polarization, and radical advances in technology. More than pragmatic solutions, 
these challenges call for deeper reflection on ethical norms, universal truths, and 
what it means to be human. The Church needs to contribute its prophetic voice 
while also encouraging dialogue among secular, religious, cultural, and indigenous 
traditions so that the vast riches and wisdom of each one can be brought to bear.  
 Yet even as it faces these demands of mission, the Church is not without its 
own internal challenges. For instance, the vision of Vatican II still needs to be more 
palpably manifested in Asia Pacific. Meaningful participation by the laity in the life 
and mission of the Church remains low. A “ghetto mentality” rather than a pro-
active missionary stance has also set in among many local ecclesial communities, due 
to either political suppression, marginalization by mainstream society, or internal 
complacency. In addition, clericalism continues to be deeply entrenched, often 
undergirded by a hierarchical culture in the wider society. In some countries, the 
clergy sexual abuse crisis has profoundly impacted the local church and the Christian 
faith. This crisis remains a potential threat on the horizon in the rest of Asia Pacific. 
Other scandals such as financial mismanagement have already been growing. In 
addition, secularism, together with abuse of new media, have caused an eroding 
effect on the spiritual lives of pastoral workers. In some places, the standing of the 
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local church as a prominent, relevant, authoritative, and credible institution is either 
lost or gradually diminishing. Members are increasingly attracted to other religious 
movements or becoming indifferent. Moreover, internal division continues to 
plague certain ecclesial communities, and some groups are becoming more 
fundamentalist, categorically rejecting anything outside their system of beliefs.  
 On the positive side, there are several encouraging developments. These 
include the growth of the local church in emerging countries, increased transnational 
cooperation, the flourishing of a diversity of movements especially involving the 
laity, and a plurality of opportunities for dialogue and collaboration with other 
religions and segments of society. A new generation of pastoral leaders, formed in a 
post-Vatican II era, is increasingly taking over the helm. The younger generation of 
the faithful is also more informed and willing to assert its voice. Indeed, the Church 
in Asia Pacific is at a critical and decisive time of growth, and needs to take stock and 
reimagine its identity, mission, and pastoral ministries. Whilst the answers will 
develop over time and must be adapted to each locality, it is possible to identify 
some common directions in terms of orientations, dispositions, and competencies 
for effective pastoral work in Asia Pacific today. In order to do so, these signs of the 
times must first be brought into dialogue with the enduring principles of pastoral 
ministry, so that the Church’s response will remain true to its divine foundations. 
 
Foundational Principles of Pastoral Ministry3 
 
 The starting point of pastoral ministry is God’s loving and active labor in the 
ongoing creation, development, and redemption of the world. God’s will is the full 
flourishing of all creation toward perfect union with God in eternity, and all 
humankind is called to participate in this divine economy. The Church plays a 
                                                                                                 
3.  It must be noted here that there have been differing uses of the term “pastoral ministry.” 
One use of the term focuses on the target group, and associates “pastoral ministry” with 
ongoing care of the Church’s existing “flock,” as distinguished from outreach to those who 
have yet to encounter the Christian Gospel. Another use of the term focuses on the type of 
need being served, and associates it mainly with ministries serving psycho-spiritual needs, as 
distinguished from social justice advocacy or formal education ministry. Yet another use of 
the term associates it more broadly with all forms of ministry carried out on behalf of the 
Church, irrespective of the target group and type of need being served. For example, see 
Pope Francis, Apostolic Exhortation on the Proclamation of the Gospel in Today’s World, 
Evangelii Gaudium (hereafter EG) (Vatican City: Vatican Press, 2013), pars. 15, 33, 35. In 
this article, the third and more encompassing meaning of the term “pastoral ministry” is used.      
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particular role by proclaiming, modeling, and effecting this call and its fulfilment, 
which finds its apex in the Christ event.4 Pastoral ministry is thus the active labor of 
the Church in the service of this call. This implies that it must be guided by the 
following principles: 
 
Primacy of God  
The foremost principle is that God is the initiator, sustainer, accomplisher, 
and ultimate goal of all ministry. For pastoral workers, union with God at a deep 
personal level is critical, since it is God’s life and love which flow through human 
persons, especially through the faith community, animating active and effective 
pastoral service. Moreover, pastoral ministry necessarily springs from the joy of a 
personal experience of God’s love, since the pastoral worker cannot give what he or 
she has not received.5 Although all these are God’s gratuitous gifts, human freedom 
and relative autonomy are not negated because divine grace and human nature 
operate in synergy. Therefore the more that pastoral workers – individually and as a 
community – are consciously oriented toward God in heart, mind, and will, the 
more God’s grace is able to work efficaciously. Further, since God’s salvific action is 
always faithful and ultimately victorious, pastoral ministry is rightly sustained by an 
enduring stance of hope. This foundational principle about the primacy of God is 
especially important to recall today in the midst of the contemporary overemphasis 
on human heroism and dominance. 
 
The Kingdom of God as the Goal 
 Since pastoral ministry is a participation in God’s economy of salvation, it 
must be oriented toward the divine goal of creation’s perfect union with God for all 
eternity. The Church has traditionally referred to this all-embracing divine 
permeation as the reign or kingdom of God (KOG), where God is “all in all” (1 Cor 
15:28). Concretely, it is manifested in the holistic flourishing of all creation. For 
                                                                                                 
4.  These foundational principles were given renewed emphasis at the Second Vatican Council, 
particularly in the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium (hereafter LG) 
(see especially LG 2–5) and the Pastoral Constitution on the Church and the World, 
Gaudium et Spes (hereafter GS) (see especially GS 12, 22, 40). They have also been 
elaborated subsequently in Pope Paul VI, Evangelii Nuntiandi (Vatican City: Vatican Press, 
1974), Pope John Paul II, Redemptoris Missio (Vatican City: Vatican Press, 1990), and EG. 
5.  These points are particularly highlighted in EG 1–13. 
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human persons, it implies their well-being in all aspects including the physical, 
social, intellectual, cultural, psycho-emotional, moral, and spiritual, in line with the 
multidimensional nature of human beings as espoused in Catholic anthropology. 
This holistic view is well attested to in Scripture, especially in Jesus’s ministry of 
healing, feeding, teaching, consoling, forgiving, and reconciling. Pastoral ministry 
must thus aim toward these holistic goals in the formulation and evaluation of 
programs and services. It must promote the dignity of the human person everywhere 
in society, fostering growth in all the dimensions. This contrasts with the tendency 
of some pastoral workers to regard pastoral ministry as pertaining only to explicitly 
religious activities. At the societal level, the KOG is concretely manifested in visible 
signs of mercy, justice, peace, solidarity, equity, integral ecological development, 
reverence for God, and the upholding of the common good, with special attention 
to the most vulnerable. These are also important goals of pastoral ministry and are 
especially critical given the problems of the world today. As a corollary, they 
necessitate the proper ordering of systems and structures at the local, national, and 
global levels so that the common good is better achieved.6 Beyond these general 
principles, it must be borne in mind that the KOG is ultimately a mystery beyond 
detailed prescription. In each circumstance, pastoral workers have to discern its 
specific demands, informed by an ever-deepening understanding of its enduring 
principles and paying close attention to the context.    
 
Church as Symbol of the KOG 
 As a sacrament of salvation, the Church’s own way of being and working 
must manifest the ideals of the KOG. Pastoral ministry must be characterized by 
interpersonal relationships of love, mutual care and respect, integrity, humility, 
forgiveness, mutual accountability, and collegiality. It is first and foremost a 
communal activity rather than the isolated work of a single person. Moreover, since 
God’s Spirit communicates through the community, the sensus fidelium must be 
fostered especially by welcoming participation and diversity in charism and voice, 
facilitating their fruitful synergy, and engaging in communal discernment. Though 
this often necessitates pragmatic coordination through appropriate structures, 
including hierarchical orders, these structures are not ends in themselves but are at 
                                                                                                 
6.  These various aspects of universal flourishing are well elaborated in GS and in Pope Francis, 
Encyclical Letter on Care for Our Common Home, Laudato Si’ (hereafter LS) (Vatican City: 
Vatican Press, 2015).  
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the service of mission and communion.7 With regard to ecclesial identity, life, and 
mission, these are not lived in the abstract but grounded in particular contexts, 
cultures, and communal experiences. Pastoral ministry must thus be in ongoing 
dialogue with present realities and cultures.  
 
Pro-active Outreach, Dialogue, and Mercy  
 Since God desires all creation to be in union with God, pastoral ministry 
must be characterized by a pro-active missionary stance. It must be constantly 
reaching out, going to the peripheries, crossing boundaries, avoiding a ghetto 
mentality, and innovating in new frontiers, so as to facilitate the growth of God’s life 
and love in all. Indeed, pastoral ministry must reach out to every person and sphere 
of life, since nothing and no one is excluded from the KOG. At the same time, it 
must proceed through dialogue, in the example of the divine economy. Such 
dialogue respects, listens attentively to, and fully engages each person and group, 
collaborating with them to build the KOG. Vatican II points out that “with the help 
of the Holy Spirit, it is the task of the entire People of God, especially pastors and 
theologians, to hear, distinguish and interpret the many voices of our age, and to 
judge them in the light of the divine word, so that revealed truth can always be more 
deeply penetrated, better understood and set forth to greater advantage” (GS 44). As 
a symbol of the KOG, the Church is not synonymous with the KOG and rightly 
seeks to identify and collaborate with the manifestations of God’s reign in all realms 
of society.8 Just as important, it is mercy and compassion rather than condemnation 
that must accompany every pastoral outreach, thus manifesting the fundamental 
orientation of God who is love. 
 
The Pilgrim Way 
 The perfect fulfilment of God’s plan of salvation is only reached at the end of 
time. Meanwhile the Church strives on in earthly history, mindful of its own 
developmental character which is ever incomplete and in need of renewal. Pastoral 
ministry must thus be marked by a spirit of humility and an eagerness for ongoing 
learning, formation, and conversion. Pastoral workers are themselves sinners and  
 
                                                                                                 
7.  See especially EG 26–27.  
8.  See especially LG 8 and GS 36, 42. 
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wounded healers, bearing the cross of their own limitations, and ministering not 
only from their strengths but also from their weaknesses. The pilgrim character of 
the Church as well as of the created world also call for more realistic approaches to 
pastoral ministry, especially by taking into account human shortcomings, limitations 
of knowledge and ability, and imperfection of outcomes. Pastoral goals are often not 
fully achieved within earthly history, and this needs to be borne in mind in pastoral 
planning and evaluation. At the same time, the Church recognizes that there are 
positive signs of God’s salvation in the temporal realm, and that God has the final 
victory. Thus pastoral workers have an enduring reason for optimism, perseverance, 
and hope even in the face of formidable challenges.9 
 
Personal Authenticity  
 Finally, pastoral ministry is not an isolated compartment of a pastoral 
worker’s life, but a vocation that engages the whole person. Regardless of whether 
the ministry is carried out by a member of the clergy, religious, or laity, God touches 
and calls the whole person, leaving out no aspect of him or her in this divine 
embrace. Thus a person’s identity, vocation, relationships, activities, and daily 
choices are all meant to be integrated by divine grace in one seamless and fruitful 
flow. When such harmony is not sufficiently present, negative signs become evident 
in pastoral workers and in their ministry and communities. Moreover, as the 
Gospels make clear, it is not just exterior actions that matter but also one’s attitudes 
and intentions. Personal authenticity is thus an important quality for pastoral 
workers. The more a person can be his or her true and authentic self, especially 
through the purification and integration of beliefs, values, voice, and actions, the 
more he or she is aligned with God’s will and manifests the presence of God in his 
or her unique way.  
 
Key Orientations Needed for Effective Mission  
in Asia Pacific Today 
 
Bearing in mind these foundational principles in the face of the current 
challenges and opportunities for the Church in Asia Pacific as discussed earlier, 
                                                                                                 
9.  These points are especially highlighted in LG 48 and GS 39. 
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the following are some pertinent orientations and competencies that are needed 
by pastoral workers today10:  
 
Spiritual Maturity 
 First and foremost, pastoral workers need to have a personal, authentic, 
active, and ever-deepening relationship with God. Without this, everything else 
loses its foundation. Although such relationship is primarily God’s gratuitous 
gift, pastoral workers need to do their part in promoting its growth. This 
includes cultivating a fruitful prayer life especially by ensuring that adequate 
time and attention are prioritized for prayer and for intimate personal 
communion with God. Whilst active service and community life are essential for 
spiritual growth, a vibrant interior life that develops within one’s “secret room” 
(Matt 6:6) is equally indispensable. The Gospels emphasize the central role of 
Jesus’s intimate times of prayer with “Abba,” coming before God and 
communing with God, whether in joy or agony. Just as important is the 
awareness of one’s progressive development in the spiritual life, which often 
passes through varying seasons and stages of growth, and is deeply linked with 
the changing nature of personal contexts. Together with such awareness, pastoral 
workers need to be exposed to and adopt forms of prayer that can enliven each 
season. Other forms of support are also important, such as spiritual direction or 
accompaniment, contemplative spiritual reading, guided retreats, sabbatical 
programs, and ongoing formation.  
 In the realities of ministry today, many challenges work against the 
cultivation of spiritual maturity and the development of a vital prayer life. 
Pastoral workers in Asia Pacific, and indeed all over the world, often find 
themselves busy with a multitude of responsibilities and tasks. The adage that 
“my work is my prayer” becomes an excuse for neglecting an authentic prayer life. 
Moreover, life in modern society, with its increasingly fast pace and endless array 
of distractions especially in the media, inhibits the establishment of intimate silent 
spaces and time for God. A further challenge in Asia Pacific is that among many 
Catholics, including pastoral workers, forms of prayer beyond the formal, 
                                                                                                 
10. The term “competencies” in this article takes its meaning from the educational sciences, 
where it is usually defined as comprising knowledge, skills, and attitude (commonly 
abbreviated as “KSA”), and whereby attitude includes dispositions, beliefs, values, mindsets, 
and ways of thinking and being. 
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devotional, and institutional are often not learned. Prayer soon becomes dry, 
meaningless, impersonal, and burdensome. It no longer sustains or guides the 
pastoral worker, and what eventually occurs is either burnout, self-absorption, or 
“spiritual worldliness” (EG 93). 
 There is thus an urgent need to pay better attention to the spiritual 
formation and renewal of pastoral workers throughout all stages of their life and 
vocation. Spiritual maturity is not a static final state which one attains but a life-
long journey that requires constant attention, commitment, nurturing, and 
openness to the new. It occurs not in isolation but within a faith community. 
Through it, pastoral workers grow in union with God and others, are well 
sustained by the divine fountain of grace throughout their vocation, and become 
better collaborators in the Missio Dei. They will be more able to integrate their 
spiritual, interior lives with their ministry and relationships, and become true 
contemplatives in action, more attuned to the presence of God in all things. This 
enables them to better exercise spiritual discernment in ministry and 
community, and respond to God’s promptings more effectively.11 Such fruits of 
spiritual maturity are particularly important in the face of mounting pressures 
and challenges in ministry today, and the increasing complexity of pastoral issues 
in which competing rhetoric and popular sentiments threaten to crowd out the 
“gentle whisper” (1 Kings 19:12) of God.  
 
Christ-centeredness  
 Since the person of Christ is the origin, substance, and telos of the 
Christian faith, pastoral workers must be Christ-centered in their life and 
ministry. Concretely, this implies a genuine, personal first encounter with 
Christ, as well as the re-encountering of Christ in an ongoing way, especially in 
Scripture, the Church’s teachings, the community, the liturgy and sacraments, 
and in lived experience. This requires some intentional effort on the part of 
pastoral workers even as Christ is the one who inspires such encounter. Pastoral 
workers need to deepen their knowledge and understanding of Jesus and his 
message, how the Christian gospel evolved through the centuries, and how it is 
to be applied to contemporary issues and contexts. Such knowledge and 
                                                                                                 
11.  These points are well elaborated in the article by Francisco Machado entitled “Spirituality for 
EAPI: Forming Pastoral Servants with Discerning Hearts,” which is also found in this issue 
of the journal.  
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understanding require pastoral workers to appropriate Scripture, the Church’s 
teachings, and other sources of revelation with the right methods, including 
being aware of how these sources develop. Just as important, any intellectual 
effort or critical reflection must be accompanied by an encounter of the heart, so 
that one can more clearly recognize and be touched by Christ, as so well 
illustrated in the Gospel narratives. Thus the theological enterprise of pastoral 
workers should not be distant and indifferent but deeply personal and integrated 
well with their prayer and experience. It is ultimately by being wholly present 
with Christ that one becomes configured to Christ by God’s grace. In turn, 
pastoral workers’ message, mission, and living witness in Asia Pacific will be that 
of Christ’s, such that “it is not I who lives but Christ who lives in me” (Gal 
2:20). This finds its apex in Christ’s paschal mystery through one’s self-dying for 
others.  
 In these present times of increasing secularism, materialism, social division, 
violence, and self-promotion, the person and message of Christ provide a much 
needed counter-witness. The diversity of religions and cultures in Asia Pacific 
serves as an added opportunity for dialogue to uncover the inexhaustible mystery 
of Christ. However, many pastoral workers either lack adequate formation in or 
have not cultivated ways to deepen their knowledge of and relationship with 
Christ. This includes appropriating Scripture and other religious resources in more 
comprehensive and fruitful ways so as to develop one’s understanding of the faith 
tradition, especially the Christ event, and discover fresh and creative insights for 
the present issues of the day. Some pastoral workers also lack a real, deep, and 
personal encounter with Christ. Knowledge of Christ thus remains at the 
superficial level or even becomes distorted and self-projecting. This lack of 
intimate knowledge in turn diminishes pastoral confidence and inhibits the 
willingness to dialogue or engage with others, sometimes hiding behind 
fundamentalism and authoritarianism. It is thus important for pastoral workers, 
aided by appropriate formation, to rediscover Christ and Christ’s message, and its 
relevance today. This must also occur within the ground of each one’s culture 
and be mutually enriched by all the wisdom traditions found in one’s context. It 
is only then that Christ’s presence is truly, indigenously, and powerfully 
experienced in every part of Asia Pacific.   
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Authentic Subjectivity and Personal Integration 
 Concomitant with growth in spiritual maturity and Christ-centeredness, 
pastoral workers need to develop a healthy sense of self, including a deepening 
awareness and affirmation of their own dignity and identity before God. They need 
to bear in mind that every person is created as a unique, free, and intentional subject, 
equally and unconditionally loved by God, and expresses a unique image of God. 
Any denial or suppression of one’s true self is a denial and suppression of God’s self-
communication and creative love. In particular, pastoral workers need to affirm and 
live from their true selves so that their vocation is a genuinely well-discerned, 
personal choice, and their ministry is effective and fruitful. This includes being aware 
of and cultivating one’s gifts, appreciating one’s innermost beauty and dignity, 
finding and exercising one’s voice, and relating to others in an authentic way.  
 At the same time, pastoral workers need to develop the ability to recognize 
their personal realities, including their strengths and weaknesses, lights and shadows, 
habitual behaviors, attitudes, ways of thinking and perceiving, and the qualities 
which they might have sub-consciously enjoined with their personal identity for 
better or worse. Growth in authentic subjectivity entails working with God’s grace in 
transforming these aspects of the self where necessary so that one grows toward 
God’s vision for each person’s fullness of life. Needless to say, such transformation is 
a life-long journey which requires self-awareness, humility, trust in God, and the 
willingness to change and to develop one’s conscience, moral character, intellect, 
interior freedom, and capacity for discernment.12 It also requires critical awareness of 
the cultural, communal, and other formative influences which might have shaped 
oneself.  
 Authentic subjectivity facilitates personal integration and empowers pastoral 
workers to better align their identity, life, and mission. They thus progress in 
wholeness such that all dimensions of their personhood – including the physical, 
intellectual, emotional, social, psycho-sexual, moral, artistic, and spiritual – flourish 
in tandem. They are also better able to exercise healthy self-management in daily life, 
which includes proper self-care and the abilities to engage in life-giving relationships 
with others, to be responsible and effective in ministry, and to observe high 
standards of professional ethics. In addition, the acknowledgment of their own 
                                                                                                 
12.  The importance of growing in these dimensions of personal authenticity are recently 
emphasized once again by the Church in Pope Francis, Apostolic Exhortation to Young People 
and to the Entire People of God, Christus Vivit (Vatican City: Vatican Press, 2019), pars. 278–82. 
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strengths and weaknesses enables pastoral workers to be more affirmative, 
compassionate, and understanding toward others. 
 All these orientations are critical in the present times when many trends are 
exerting a dehumanizing effect and promoting superficiality, falsehood, herd-
mentality, and the instrumental treatment of the self and others. Contemporary 
society also tends to cause a fragmentation of personal identity, due to excessive 
compartmentalization of the different realms of one’s life and lack of integration 
between modernity and religious or cultural traditions. As a result, people are 
increasingly yearning for genuine identity, integration, and wholeness. Pastoral 
workers need to grow in this regard within themselves before they can help others to 
do so. Yet in Asia Pacific, it is not uncommon to find people, including pastoral 
workers, who lack a healthy sense of the self even before contemporary trends made 
an impact. This has been due to a multiplicity of factors, including the underlying 
anthropology of local cultures, overly technocratic education systems, gender 
discrimination, political oppression, lack of formation regarding sexuality, and 
various forms of identity suppression – including those historically imposed by 
colonial powers and foreign missionaries, especially on indigenous communities. In 
addition, the field of psychology, which draws attention to the interior, psycho-
emotional aspect of human persons, has only recently grown in popularity in some 
countries of Asia Pacific. For pastoral workers, a further problem is that the issue of 
personal integration is often neglected in their formation and ongoing development. 
Certain styles of religious formation even exacerbate the unhealthy suppression of 
self. Consequently, personal wounds can deteriorate to the extent of rendering a 
pastoral worker dysfunctional in ministry and community, or even worse, inflicting 
serious abuse to others. Hence more needs to be done upstream in fostering the 
holistic personal development of pastoral workers. This includes helping them to 
develop the capacity for growth in personal authenticity and integration. To this 
end, disciplines such as psychology and the health sciences can be drawn upon, as 
long as they are complemented with the orientations toward spiritual maturity and 
Christ-centeredness, which facilitate the transforming grace of God. 
 
Communion with the Ecclesial Body  
 Since the Church is the sacrament of the KOG, pastoral workers must 
remain rooted in the ecclesial body and demonstrate an ecclesial way of 
proceeding. Together with all the People of God, they must be living signs of 
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love and communion, and guard against any tendency toward individualism and 
insularity. This calls for the establishment and nourishing of meaningful and 
loving relationships within their ecclesial communities as well as with others in 
society. There needs to be genuine hospitality, mutual care and acceptance, 
solidarity, justice, forgiveness, self-giving love especially for the least, and 
transcendence of all forms of divisions, prejudices, and discrimination. Such 
fellowship serves as a strong counter-witness against the inequalities and 
polarizations in Asia Pacific today, especially along the lines of social class, 
ethnicity, religion, politics, and gender. Though pastoral workers often find 
themselves caught in these divisions as well, the Gospel of love is most efficaciously 
shown when members of an ecclesial community demonstrate solidarity, 
forgiveness, and reconciliation in face of their own conflict and suffering. In this 
light, the various local churches in Asia Pacific – which are experiencing various 
forms of conflict, suppression, or persecution – are not actually inhibited from their 
mission but are in fact fulfilling it at a deeper level if they respond with love and 
wisdom. 
 To this end, an ecclesial community’s progress in unity and solidarity is 
not possible without a vibrant communal spiritual life. In particular, the 
meaningful and active celebration of the sacraments, especially the Holy 
Eucharist, is crucial in the building up of one body and animating communal 
conversion. After all, it is God’s Spirit who ultimately creates and sustains 
community. A vital sacramental life is also integral to the Church’s role in the 
sanctification of the world. Hence pastoral workers need to help ensure regular 
and meaningful sacramental celebrations in their ecclesial communities, and 
their broad-based participation. Creative renewal is needed in many places, 
especially in making liturgies more engaging and culturally integrated, especially 
for groups of people who no longer feel a connection with the liturgies presently 
available to them. In this regard, there needs to be deeper reflection on what it 
actually means to participate meaningfully and actively in liturgy. This has to go 
beyond the superficial and exterior, and penetrate the mysteries of grace, 
spirituality, and incarnation. 
 With regard to the tasks of ministry, pastoral workers need to adopt a 
collegial way of working, thinking, planning, and discerning, always mindful of 
God’s Spirit speaking and acting through the ecclesial body and beyond. They 
need to learn how to participate more fruitfully in communal mission and 
facilitate the participation of others. This includes appreciating one’s own 
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charisms and the charisms of others, fostering leadership and co-responsibility, 
facilitating synodality, and coordinating among diverse personalities and groups. 
Collegiality within the Church includes collaboration between different 
ministries and ecclesial bodies, as well as between the clergy, religious, and laity. 
Increasingly, global or transnational collaboration is becoming more relevant and 
presents a valuable opportunity to manifest the oneness of the Universal Church. 
 In terms of formation, communion with the ecclesial body calls for 
pastoral workers to deepen their understanding of the nature and mission of the 
Church according to the faith tradition, including the origin and development of 
this tradition. At the same time, concrete experience must be brought into 
dialogue with the doctrinal heritage so that the faith tradition develops fruitfully. 
In fact, communion with the Church includes having the courage, love, and 
humility to call out and address areas of transformation needed in the ecclesial 
community. As evident throughout the Church’s history, the growth of the faith 
tradition is not possible without such creative tension. 
 In Asia Pacific, challenges in ecclesial communion, collaboration, and 
transformation exist on many fronts. A hierarchical culture and the prevalence of 
clericalism prevent meaningful collaboration and dialogue. Participation, co-
responsibility, voice, and leadership by the laity, especially women, are still very 
limited. In many places, formation in the understanding of the nature and 
mission of the Church is weak, even in terms of basic knowledge. On another 
front, deep-seated climates of mistrust, division, and suspicion exist where ethnic 
groups have been in long-running tension, or where the local church has been 
suppressed by government authorities and other social and religious forces. 
There also seems to be a growing polemic between contrasting viewpoints, with 
the tendency to apply labels such as “conservative,” “fundamentalist,” “liberal,” 
and the like. Closed-mindedness then causes creative tension to degenerate into 
destructive division and sectarianism. In other places, the culture of 
individualism in modern society has also influenced the Church. In still other 
places, geographic remoteness has isolated pastoral workers over time and 
engendered a default tendency for working alone. All these factors impede the 
openness, trust, mutual sharing, transparency, and relational capacity needed in 
communion and collaboration.  
 One way to address all these challenges is to create opportunities for 
pastoral workers to experience collaboration in new settings. For instance, they 
can be engaged in projects or programs that bring them “out of the box” and 
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expose them to new contexts. This should be accompanied by guidance and even 
training, as well as the facilitation of learning and reflection. Together with the 
orientations outlined above, growth in communion and collaboration includes 
cultivating the competency to work and relate with others across differences. To 
this end, the social sciences have highlighted various dimensions of such 
competency, including emotional intelligence, social intelligence, and cultural 
intelligence – with a broad definition of culture that includes not only ethnicity 
but all other forms of differences, such as gender, age, vocation, socio-economic 
situation, seniority, formative experiences, and personality. Specific dispositions 
and competencies are also required if pastoral workers are to engage in 
communal dialogue and discernment, which are central in the ecclesial way of 
proceeding. These include genuine openness to others, skills in appreciative and 
active inquiry, attentive listening, honest and reflective speaking, and 
collaborative sense-making. Of equal importance is the ability to hold tensions 
created by diversity and uncertainty, which are inevitable in the path toward 
greater insight. A discerning community is open to radical questions and does 
not suppress them, seeking answers together through reasoning and spiritual 
attentiveness to God. Over time, communal discernment is a way of being and 
proceeding that fosters meaningful unity and pastoral sensitivity. 
  
Pro-active Dialogical Mission 
 As highlighted earlier, the mission of Christ requires pastoral workers to 
be constantly reaching out to the peripheries. They need to pay attention to the 
signs of the times in the evolving realities of Asia Pacific, and connect more 
effectively with their contemporaries. Besides new groups of the poor – whether 
materially, socially, culturally, or spiritually – there is also the digital world of the 
youth. The rising thirst for a deep and meaningful spirituality is also an 
important trend and opportunity. In response, whilst some ecclesial 
communities need to overcome their ghetto mentality, others have to negotiate a 
shift from their previously taken-for-granted position of pre-eminence and 
authority in society toward a more humble and creative engagement from the 
margins. For the latter, much can be learned from those ecclesial communities 
which have long experienced political and other forms of suppression in their 
countries. 
 In terms of key orientations, pastoral workers need to be pro-active and 
adaptive in providing accompaniment and care for persons, whether Catholic or 
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not, especially as modern life becomes more challenging to cope with. Family 
ties, for example, are increasingly weakening throughout Asia Pacific. Many 
people, including the youth, are in need of support, guidance, and direction. 
Effective pastoral accompaniment involves being present to people, listening to 
their stories with empathy and love, helping to address particular questions and 
issues, encouraging people’s holistic growth, and providing more focused 
counseling, spiritual accompaniment, and formation where needed. It often 
means sharing in people’s daily joys and sorrows, journeying with them over 
time, and not rushing toward actions or results. It is frequently in such 
unconditional solidarity that people experience the real presence of God.13  
 In addition to interpersonal accompaniment, pastoral workers need to be 
engaged in the explicit proclamation of the Good News. This includes sharing 
the Gospel with those who have not yet encountered the “first proclamation,” as 
well as helping existing believers to deepen their faith. Increasingly, it includes 
reintroducing the light of the Gospel in fresh and relevant ways to those who 
have become distant from it. All these require pastoral workers to improve their 
effectiveness in faith-sharing, catechesis, homiletics, and relevant pedagogies, so 
as to communicate the living narrative of the Christ-event to a plurality of 
audiences. They also need to have knowledge about the various stages of faith 
and discipleship, and apply the appropriate formation approach. In this regard, 
pastoral workers need to guard against the temptation to maintain power and 
control over those whom they teach, and instead empower them to be 
missionaries to others. 
 In terms of priorities, an urgent need in Asia Pacific pertains to the poor 
and marginalized. Pastoral workers need to step up their attention to these 
groups and offer more than just occasional visits and token services. Genuine 
solidarity entails a real, concrete presence and co-identification with the poor 
and most marginalized, often not without hardship and personal sacrifice. 
Pastoral workers today are not unaffected by the lure of materialism and a 
comfortable life. Nevertheless, as shown by many prophetic and courageous 
witnesses around the region, it is only through a radical solidarity, in imitation of 
Christ, that effective witness is given, and the poor are genuinely included. At 
the same time, pastoral workers are themselves transformed. In this regard, there 
is a need to shift from a stance of doing things for or to the poor and 
                                                                                                 
13.  Some helpful principles for pastoral accompaniment are highlighted in EG 169–73.  
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marginalized, to a stance of dialoguing and journeying with them. This implies 
collaborating with them as equals, understanding their perspectives, recognizing 
their strengths, supporting their voice, fostering mutual learning, and assisting 
them to achieve their goals.  
 Likewise, the Church needs to more pro-actively engage with various 
sectors of society including businesses, social organizations, grassroots networks, 
and government entities. It needs to be a more constructive partner with these 
sectors by understanding their interests, knowing their ways of working, 
promoting common goals for the greater good of society, and sharing the 
perspective of the Gospel appropriately. Some urgent issues to address include 
socio-economic divisions, ecological degradation, political and economic 
injustices, indigenous rights, youth development, and the impact of climate 
change especially on the poor.14 The work of peace-building, reconciliation, and 
responding to conflict and other disaster-related crises is also urgent in Asia 
Pacific. Just as important is the need to attend to widening problems of human 
trafficking, drug abuse and other addictions, lack of education and employment, 
and challenges in migration. New questions raised by advances in technology 
and artificial intelligence also demand a faith-based response. A particularly 
urgent need is to counter the increased superficiality, lack of reflexivity, herd-
mentality, and consequent violence caused by misuse of digital media. Pastoral 
workers need to encourage people to exercise discernment, especially by 
examining and purifying their underlying worldviews and values, and make 
responsible choices accordingly.  
 In Asia Pacific, a specially relevant priority for the Church’s mission is 
interreligious dialogue. This includes dialogue with the major faith traditions as 
well as with the myriad of indigenous spiritualities, religious groups, and even 
new-age semi-spiritual movements. Pastoral workers need to be oriented with 
the Church’s theological reflections with regard to religions, and understand the 
objectives of interreligious dialogue. They also need to be competent in ways of 
dialogue through word and deed that can foster collaboration between diverse 
religious traditions, thus helping all to grow in holiness, truth, and love.15 In 
                                                                                                 
14.  The article in this issue of the journal by Dennis Gonzalez entitled “Care for Creation and 
Works of Mercy” provides useful insights for the Church’s task in the area of ecology. 
15. The article by Greg Soetomo entitled “Maturing as Believers through Interreligious 
Encounters” found in this issue of the journal provides helpful principles and ideas for 
interreligious dialogue. 
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many places, the first step is to overcome indifference or even deep-seated 
prejudices and enmity. Often pastoral workers need to examine their own 
attitudes toward other faiths. Many also have only a superficial knowledge of the 
dominant religions in their locality. Just as important is an orientation toward 
ecumenism, and the openness and competency to dialogue with other Christian 
traditions. 
 Another urgent task for the Church in Asia Pacific is to dialogue with 
culture. Catholicism is still seen as a predominantly Western religion and has yet 
to be integrated well with the various cultures and contexts of this region. In 
particular, deliberate suppression of indigenous traditions by colonial and 
missionary forces in the past is a major issue that needs to be redressed. Such 
suppression and other forms of separation between faith and culture have 
perpetuated a sense of ecclesial and spiritual dissonance among many Catholics, 
and have also inhibited evangelization. Pastoral workers of all cultural and 
national origins in Asia Pacific need to better appreciate their own traditions and 
bring them into fruitful dialogue with the Catholic faith. This will enable each 
local ecclesial community to discover and co-create its unique identity, including 
its spirituality, and to share insights that can benefit non-believers in the same 
context as well as the Universal Church. Just as important, pastoral workers need 
to dialogue with the cultures of those they are reaching out to or collaborating 
with. Apart from traditional cultures, there is also the fast-spreading global 
culture of modernity, urban society, and the digital age, as well as a growing class 
of the middle-income and “new rich” in Asia Pacific, each with their own 
outlook, worldview, and needs.   
 As can be seen, all the above orientations require stepping out of one’s box 
and being immersed in the world of the other. They also entail evaluating the 
lights and shadows of an aspect of society or of a religion and culture, including 
one’s own, and transforming it to be more life-giving and resonant with the 
KOG. In Asia Pacific, much can be done to improve formation in these 
orientations and competencies. Although most formation institutions impart 
knowledge on the main aspects of the Catholic faith tradition, there is a need to 
examine how much is actually learned effectively and meaningfully by pastoral 
workers during their period of basic formation. Systems and structures for 
updating and renewal are also widely lacking in the region. In addition, in 
contrast with the clergy, many religious and lay pastoral workers, including 
catechists, have not had opportunities for formal theological and pastoral 
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education. Basic formation is thus needed for them. Hand-in-hand with an 
understanding of the faith tradition are the dispositions and skills for dialogical 
mission, especially contextual attentiveness, pro-active engagement, and mutual 
learning. 
 
Critical Reflection, Pastoral Creativity, and Effective Organization 
 An important orientation implicit in all the foregoing is that of critical 
reflection. This is needed in spiritual growth, in developing the faith tradition, in 
evaluating the signs of the times, in dialoguing with others, and in addressing 
increasingly complex moral and pastoral issues. The multiplicity of information 
and opinions asserted through mass media today warrant even greater critical 
reflection. Pastoral workers need to exercise discernment, which includes 
adequate data-gathering and verification, appropriate interpretation, intelligent 
analysis, well-reasoned conclusion- and decision-making based on an authentic 
examination of ultimate truths and values, and implementation of appropriate 
action in an evaluative and adaptive way. This is often an iterative process, which 
should be carried out in a dialogical and spiritually attentive manner. A systemic 
rather than isolated view of problems and issues is also important, even as 
particular realities are contemplated in depth.  
Pastoral workers not only need to cultivate a habit of critical reflection 
themselves but should help others do likewise. They need to encourage people to 
shift away from uncritical and reactionary thinking to instead search more deeply 
for truth, meaning, and values. This gradually and ultimately leads to an 
encounter with divine realities and presents a new way of evangelizing in 
contemporary times. Just as important, pastoral workers must go beyond taking 
the teachings, customs, and norms of the faith tradition at face value or applying 
them uncritically. Instead, they have to be aware of the historical contexts and 
development of religious teachings and ecclesial norms, evaluate the relative 
importance of each teaching, rule, or practice, its coherence with the 
foundational tenets of the Gospel, and its applicability to various contexts.  
 In order to grow in these competencies, an important disposition for 
pastoral workers is intellectual humility. This notion has been receiving renewed 
interest in the social sciences.16 Intellectual humility implies being more 
                                                                                                 
16.  For example, see Shane Snow, “A New Way to Become More Open-Minded,” Harvard 
Business Review, November 20, 2018. David Hollenbach has similarly coined the term 
“epistemological humility” in describing the new approach of Vatican II. See David 
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cognizant of the gaps and limitations of one’s knowledge and experience, the 
progressive way in which truth is often appropriated, and the possibility of 
revising or improving one’s conclusions. Intellectual humility helps pastoral 
workers to be more willing to learn, more open to a diversity of viewpoints, and 
less rigid with their prior ideas and positions. The habit of raising critical 
questions, such as those regarding the KOG or liturgical participation as 
mentioned earlier, is also essential for effective ministry. Concomitant with this 
is the exercise of pastoral sensitivity, courage, and creativity in meeting the need 
of each context, trying new approaches, taking risks, and updating practices 
where necessary. Pastoral sensitivity and creativity are especially important in 
situations where the Church’s ministries have not kept up with the changing 
needs of people nor engaged them in relevant ways.    
 All these competencies have much room for improvement among 
pastoral workers in Asia Pacific. Many have been formed in education systems, 
cultures, and political regimes that either suppress or do not effectively cultivate 
reflexivity, critical thinking, discernment, and creativity. Often, they are told 
what to think by their teachers, elders, formators, and government leaders. As a 
result, there is a tendency to look for direct and immediate answers from 
authoritative persons or from written laws even when freedom is given. 
Moreover, in countries where access to media has been only recently opened up, 
information especially from social media are now uncritically consumed, often 
resulting in misunderstanding or the escalation of social conflict. In the ecclesial 
context, some pastoral workers continue unquestioningly, fearfully, or even 
unknowingly in systems and structures that might be unjust or not as life-giving, 
be it in terms of lack of accountability, persistent abuse, gender and other forms 
of discrimination, or clericalism. There is a culture of silence which is not always 
positive, and frequently in Asia Pacific, a tendency of not voicing opinions 
frankly and directly. There are also cultural barriers against intellectual humility 
and risk-taking. Many Asia Pacific peoples harbor a fear of “losing face,” making 
mistakes, and appearing ignorant or incompetent. These tendencies inhibit 
learning and pastoral effectiveness, and need to be addressed in formation, 
ministry, and ecclesial life. 
                                                                                                                         
Hollenbach, “Commentary on Gaudium et Spes,” in Modern Catholic Social Teaching: 
Commentaries and Interpretations, ed. Kenneth R. Himes (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown 
University Press, 2005), 286. 
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 In all types of pastoral work, an orientation toward good organization is 
essential. This entails the capacity to discern, establish, and run suitable 
activities, ministries and institutions fruitfully for the Church’s mission. It 
includes establishing appropriate directions, objectives, priorities, programs, and 
activities, ensuring implementation, obtaining and stewarding financial and 
other resources, coordinating and developing personnel and teams, and 
establishing suitable organizational systems and structures. It also includes 
facilitating renewal and change where necessary. Needless to say, pastoral 
organization needs to proceed on the principles of the Gospel even as it taps on 
knowledge from the secular management field. In addition to these general 
organizational competencies, pastoral workers in less developed communities 
around Asia Pacific often have to address people’s basic needs as well, such as 
housing, utilities, roads and other infrastructure, as well as livelihood in both 
rural agrarian communities and among the urban poor. Moreover, many are 
involved in responding to natural disaster, war, and other emergencies which 
happen relatively frequently in this region. Finally, pastoral workers need 
competencies in engaging society at the structural and even global level. This 
involves advocating, networking, and collaborating with religious, civic, 
business, government, and international organizations to effect systemic change. 
In all these efforts, there is an increasing need to develop and use concepts and 
terms through which the Church’s values, teachings, beliefs, and approaches can 
be understood more readily by partners from all sectors of society, such that they 
can even resonate with and benefit from them. In this way, the riches of the 
Good News would be shared with these partners, even as we labor together on a 
range of pressing issues, from climate change to peace-building and sustainable 
development. This, too, represents a potential new form of evangelization.17 
Once again, initial and ongoing formation for pastoral workers in Asia 
Pacific have been relatively lacking in these orientations and competencies. Skills 
in organization and working with people have not been sufficiently taught in 
seminaries and other formation programs. Awareness of the need for multi-party 
collaboration and networking is also relatively new in pastoral formation. 
Nevertheless, there has been an emergence of pastoral leadership and 
                                                                                                 
17.  For example, some Jesuit organizations have been sharing principles and practices of the 
Ignatian tradition such as communal spiritual discernment with non-Christian collaborators 
by using more universal terms. Many collaborators have found these to be helpful and 
relevant to their needs. 
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management courses in recent years. These need to be developed to include 
other pertinent orientations, and better integrated with basic and ongoing 
pastoral formation. 
 
The Way Forward: Greater Collaboration in Formation 
 As can be seen, the above orientations are very much interrelated. They 
are also demanding, even as they are by no means exhaustive. However, it must 
be borne in mind that they are orientations rather than a static list of 
competencies which pastoral workers need to master as quickly as possible. 
Learning is a lifelong journey, and the desired outcomes of learning are often 
moving targets. Moreover, pastoral ministry is a communal effort involving the 
fruitful synergy of a diversity of charisms. Likewise, there is much potential for 
greater collaboration and coordination in Asia Pacific for the basic and ongoing  
formation of pastoral workers. Perhaps complementary roles can be developed 
between local and regional-level formation institutions. More cooperation in the 
formation of formators can also be explored. In this way, the Church will be 
better able to respond to the challenges of mission in Asia Pacific today. 
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